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The title panel opens with 
a challenge to the visitors 
on how to interact with 
the images in the exhibit.  
It also introduces the 
color scheme.  Each 
section uses one of the 
main colors.  The colors 
are reiterated in the 
printed companion 
materials.  The 
background image is a 
scanning electron 
microscope (SEM) image 
of a plant specimen on 
display.
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Visitors must walk down a long, narrow hallway to enter the main 
gallery space.  Along the walls, text panels pose the main, thematic 
questions of the exhibit and introduce the concept of scale. 
Halfway down the hallway, Charles and Ray Eames’ classic 9-minute 
movie, The Powers of Ten, plays in a continuous loop to prime 
visitors to consider perspective of different size.
The printed companion materials, the guest book, and the 
acknowledgments panel are at the end of the hallway.
do you document a world 
that is not visible to the 
human eye?
do you convince people of 
things that are too small or 
too fast or too deep to see?
do we trust scientific 
instruments to produce 
faithful images of an invisible 
reality?
do scientific images become 
works of art?
The pocket gallery on 
the south side of the 
hallway houses a 3-D 
scanner.  Although not 
officially a part of the 
exhibit, consistently 
formatted signage 
explains what is going 
on behind the glass 
doors, seamlessly 
incorporating an active 
work environment into 
the exhibit
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This is a mock-up of the gallery, facing east.  The entrance is on the right, approximately where 
the person is standing, looking at objects in Section 1, Imaging the Microscopic.  Section 2, 
Imaging the Fast Moving, is along the top, back wall.  Imaging the Concealed is on the left, with 
Marie Tharp’s desk indicated as the rectangular platform along the wall.  The foreground shows 
the final section, Imaging at the Nanoscale.
Getting your Bearings
01 Imaging the Microscopic
When visitors enter the main gallery 
space, they can experience the 
exhibit in any order they choose.  
Because studies indicate the 
majority of visitors turn right, the 
exhibit is laid out in a counter-
clockwise pattern, with the first 
section, “Imaging the Microscopic” 
on the right.
Left: Standing at the 
entrance to the gallery, 
facing slightly to the right.
Below: Specimens from 
the A.C. Moore Herbarium 
and the Name that Plant 
flip/reveal interactive.5
6
02 Imaging the Fast Moving
The evocative images of 
Eadward Muybridge and Harold 
Edgerton are both familiar and 
awe-inspiring.  Coupled with the 
equipment used to create the 
images, students are forced to 
confront the blurry disciplinary 
boundaries between art and 
engineering.
Guest curator Sarah Scripps asks 
4th and 5th graders which image is 
a better depiction of reality: 
Edgerton’s famous image 
Milkdrop Coronet or the more 
numerous “failed” attempts at 
creating this iconic image.  (Both 
the final version and the 
imperfect images are on display.)
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Each section includes a “Spotlight on USC” panel that 
features current research by faculty.  Mechanical 
Engineering professor Dr. Michael Sutton is following in 
the footsteps of Muybridge and Edgerton, using high 
speed cameras to investigate wave propagation through 
a specimen during an impact test.
A 30-second animated video shows the impact test in 
slow motion.  Examples of the impactor and test 
specimens (both before and after impact) are in a small 
wall case.  Additional text panels explain why impact 
tests are important.
This station is an opportunity 
for non-engineers to see what 
goes on inside the lab, but 
the content is also 
foundational and useful for all 
engineering students.
Showcasing Research
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03 Imaging the Concealed
Harold Edgerton’s echo 
sounder is a wonderful 
transition object 
between sections.  
Edgerton designed it to 
image under mud at the 
edges of lakes.  The next 
section, “Imaging the 
Concealed,” focuses on 
the challenge of 
underwater imaging. 
Section 3 is modeled after a Library of 
Congress image of Marie Tharp’s drafting 
table.  A desk displays copies of maps 
highlighting the ocean floor off of the coast 
of South Carolina.  On the map of the 
world’s oceans hanging behind the desk, 
visitors can clearly see the implication of 
Tharp’s work: the ridge lines of underwater 
mountains show the tectonic plates. 1
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Companion activity materials for the exhibit 
included an image scavenger hunt, a word 
hunt (in the form of a Wordle created from 
the exhibit script), a crossword puzzle, and a 
seek & find.  The target audience for these 
activities was 8-10 year olds. Undergraduate 
Library and Information Science student, 
Megan Coker, developed the activities.
As shown, students from Columbia’s Jewish Day School 
eagerly hunt through the exhibit for the answers.
Objects.  Images.  Words.
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04 Imaging at the Nanoscale
Recognizing that nanotechology was likely 
the most unfamiliar concept in the exhibit, 
this section had the largest range of 
objects and images, from consumer goods 
to scientific journals, iconic imagery to sci-
fi inspired depictions of the future, and art 
that challenged the visitor to question the 
distinction between art and science.
Understanding scale is one of the most 
challenging aspects of depicting 
nanotechnology.  One way the curators 
demonstrated scale was through this display 
of computer hard drives, beginning with the 
2.52 GB hard drive from 1982 (one of the 
most popular objects in the exhibit) to an 80 
GB hard drive from 2004.
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Is this what a microscope looks like?
The NanoScope II, a controller unit for a Scanning Tunneling Microscope, 
complicates visitors’ notions of a microscope.  The different types of microscopes 
are cross-referenced in Imaging at the Nano Scale and Imaging the Microscopic 
sections so that visitors can approach the objects from any direction.
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Object label: The T-shirt on the left capitalizes on the popularity of 
the idea of nanotechnology, but it is simply a typical 100% cotton 
shirt with a catchy slogan. The shirt on the right actually claims to be 
an application of nanotechnology. According to Nano-Tex product 
information, the fabric is engineered using nanotechnology to 
attract, isolate, and neutralize odor for less stinky workout clothing.
Complementary Objects, 
Images, and Text
The curators strove to have 
the objects, images, and text 
work in concert with each 
other.  In this example, two 
T-shirts illustrate 
contradictory ideas of 
nanotechnology.  Likewise, 
the IBM and USC images play 
off of each other, also 
creating contradictory 
messages.  The text, 
questioning “Fact or 
Fiction?” explains how easy it 
is to manipulate images and 
people’s understanding of 
truth.  This challenges visitors 
to be aware of how products 
are created and advertised.
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Conclusion
Why does an exhibit on imaging the 
small, fast, and concealed end with an 
image of space?  
Because the challenges of choosing the 
correct sample to study, extrapolating 
and interpreting the necessary data, and 
forming a visually appealing, yet 
instructive image applies to everything 
from the nanoscale to the cosmic. Both 
scientists and artists cross disciplinary 
boundaries to learn from each other 
how to capture, interpret, and present 
visual data. 
As scientific images proliferate in the 
popular media, it is the public’s 
responsibility to reflect on the nature of 
the visual world around them.
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